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ART. XXXI.-DR. JACOB BIGELOW. 

DR. JACOB BIGELOW died, at his residence in Boston, on the 
10th of January last, near the close of the ninety-second year of 
his age. 

While we would pay the tribute due to his memory as by far 
the most venerable of American botanists, the last survivor of 
a school in this country which culminated half a centur.y ago, it 
should also be remembered that he was even at that time dis
tinguished in other scientific avocations, and that from middle 
to old age he was among the most eminent of physicians. It 
is not often that we can contemplate a life so long, so richly 
various, and so well-rounded as his. He was born in Sudbury, 
Mass., on the 27th of :B'ebruary, 1787; and his father was the 
minister of the town. That almost goes without saying, most 
of our distinguished professional men of his and the preced
ing generations in New England having been the sons of coun
try ministers. He was graduated at Harvard College in the 
year 1806, Alexander H. Everett and the late Dr. J. G. Cogswell 
being among the most notable of his class-mates, all of whom 
he long survived. He directly took up the study of medicine, 
was licensed as a practitioner in 1809, and after attending one 
course of lectures in Philadelphia, took his degree of M.D. at 
Harvard in the year 1810, and established himself in Boston. 
There he was a practicing physician for about sixty years, and 
since the death of his senior, Dr. James Jackson, probably the 
most eminent one. What turned his attention to botany we 
know not. He early showed an abiding taste for poetr.Y. His 
commencement p:1l't was a poem, and he llelivered a r/J. B. K. 
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poem not long after. .At about the same time, however, he 
gave a course of popular botanical lectures in Boston, in connec
tion with Professor Peck, who must have been installed as 
Natural History professor at Cambridge while Dr. Bigelow was 
a medical student. The latter possessed the gift of exposition 
which Dr. Peck lacked; and it naturally came to pass that Dr. 
Bigelow repeated this course of lectures alone for a year or two 
afterward. 

In the spring of 1814 he brought out the first edition of his 
Florula B08tonien.~i8, the book which, mainly in its second edi
tion, has been the manual for New England herborization 
down to a recent day, or rather to a day which seems to us 
recent. The original volume, of 268 octavo pages, describes 
the plants which" have been collected during the two last 
seasons in the vicinity of Boston, within a circuit of from five 
to ten miles," exceeding those limits only in the case of Magno
lia (from Manchester) and one or two more remarkable plants. 
We know of no other Flora of the kind which was prepared so 
quickly and so well. The characters are short diagnoses, and 
in good part compiled. But the descriptive matter must have 
been original; and it shows that aptitude for seizing the best 
points of character or most available distinctions, and of indi
cating them in few and clear words, which has made this 
manual so deservedly popular. Similar merits distinguish, on 
its botanical side, Dr. Bigelow's American Medical Botany, a 
quarto WOl"k which was published, in thl"ee parts or volumes, 
between 1817 and 1821, with colored plates-at that time 
thought to be very good ones indeed-of the principal medicinal 
plants of the country. He also brought out an American edi
tion of Sir James Edward Smith's Introduction to Botany; 
and his botanical knowledge, along with that of the materia 
medica generally and his classical scholarship, placed him at 
the head, or at the laboring oar, of the committee which in 1820 
formed the American Pharmacopceia. The writer used this 
volume in his medical-student days, and remembers dimly how 
the account of minor preparations, coming down to jams and 
conserves, ended with the classical "Jam satis est mihi." 

The second edition of the Flomla Bostoniensis, published in 
1824, while retaining its modest title, was nearly doubled in 
size and in the number of plants contained, the whole area of 
New England being included; and it became the Manual of 
Botany for the region. What a popular and sa.tisfactory work 
it was, especially to hundreds of amateur botanists, some still 
living may testify. The third and last edition, issued in 1840, 
was a reprint, with various additions and corrections, furuished 
mainly by those who had learned their botany from the preced
ing one. This is the last Flora or Manual of this and perhaps 
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any otber country, arranged upon the Linnman artificial i3ystem. 
Much later in life the author contemplated a revision of the 
work, brought up to the time, and illustrated by chromo-litho· 
graphic plates, such as we have lately seen turned to good 
account. But after some consideration the project was aban
doned. He did not propose himself to undertake the editorial 
work: for he had long since passed from actual service into 
the emeritus or honorary rank of botanists; and his active pro
fessional life, already verging to its close, was di \'ersified or 
relieved by other avocations. Indeed some of these were 
taken up very early. He became Rumford Professor of the 
Applications at Cambridge in 1816, and delivered annual 
courses of lectures until 1827, when he published the sub
stance of them in a volume entitled Elements of Technology, 
here coining this apt word. During all this time, and much 
longer, he was Professor of Materia Medica in the medical 
school of Harvard Ulliversit.y, namely, from 1815 to 1855; 
for many of these years one of the physicians of the Massa
chusetts General Hospital; through all of them, and until 
old age disabled him, a leading physician of Boston. From 
the year 1847 to 1863 he was President of the American 
Academy of Arts and Sciences, of which body he was a mem
ber for sixty-seven years! 

We can not here refer to Dr. Bigelow's various professional and 
literary writings. They are not numerous, but are weighty. 
His treatise on "Nature in Disease," which contains the famous 
discourse" On Self-limited Disease," is the most important of 
them; and an address" 00 the Limits of Education," delivered 
in the year 1865 before the Massachusetts Institute of Tech
nology, is notable. It has been said of the latter, that 
never before was the depreciation of classical stud.y or general 
culture, as a preparation for technical scientific education, 
undertaken by so ripe a classical scholar or so wide·cultured a 
man. His many essays in English and Latin verse, some of 
which have been privately pl'inted, ought to be collected. Dr. 
Bigelow lived, honored and trusted, to a good old age before 
infirmities touched his frame, and only toward the close was 
the brightness of his acute mind dimmed. The candle at 
length burnt down, the flame flickered awhile in the socket 
and the light went out. ' 

The name will abide in botanical nomenclature. First ap
peared in Hees' Cyclopedia the Bigelowia of Smith, founded on 
the Adelia of Michaux. But that is Forestiem. Then Sprengel, 
in 1821, founded a genus Bigelovia on a Bl'azilian plant which 
he took to be a Rhnmnacea; but it is a species of Casearia. 
Again, in 182-:1:, Sprengel gave the name to a part of Spennacoce 
the Borr'eria of G. Meyer. Then DeCandolle, in 1824, wa~ 
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proposing a Bigelowia on Solea concolor, of our own New Eng
land, as the Prodromus records, when he found that he had to 
refer it to Noisettia. Lastly, in 1836, DeOandolle bestowed 
the name of Bigelowia upon some golden-flowered Oompositre 
of the Southern United States, which had bome the name of 
an Old WOl'ld genus, Chrysocoma (Anglice, Golden tuft), and 
he added the complimentary phrase: "A Ohrysocoma sepa
ratum dicavi cl. J. Bigelow qui floI'm Americanre au ream 
coronam flora Bostoniensi et medica addidit." Although this 
genus was founded upon only two 01' three species, it has been 
vastly extended by the exploration of the western regions of 
our country, where it forms a conspicuous and characteristic 
portion of the low shrubby vegetation. More than thil·ty 
North American species of Bigelovia, besides one of Mexico 
and two of the Andes of South America, now commemorate 
our venerable late associate. Most of them were introduced 
to the genus by the present writer. A. G. 




